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Abstract 
In this research, positive or negative impacts of different parental attitudes on children’s sexual identity and character 
development have been presented. The general object of the research is to determine the impacts of parental attitude towards 
child’s sexual identity development on the sexual identity development of the children during pre-school period. The research, 
for which the general scanning model is used, has been conducted in Turkey during 2007-2008 school year. While the research 
environment of the study consists of the kindergartens in Turkey, the research has been carried out in an accessible research 
environment. The city of Elazı÷ has been chosen as the research environment; and the 4-6 year-old kindergarten students of 
Balakgazi Kindergarten subject to the Ministry of National Education have been determined as the working group. The working 
group consists of 150 students determined by random cluster sampling method and the 300 people who are the parents of these 
students. Two different instruments has been used during the data collection phase of the research. These are the “Child 
Observation Form” and the “Parental Attitude Scale”. The instruments have been prepared by the researchers. From the 
measurement instruments, the Child Observation Form has been applied to the teachers, and the Parental Attitude Scale has been 
applied to the mothers and the fathers. According to the research results, pre-school children exhibit quite appropriate behaviours 
for their sexual identity developments, parents usually have a positive attitude towards their children’s sexual identity 
development, and the parental attitude towards children’s sexual identity development shows a positive correlation with the 
children’s sexual identity development while having no significant effect. 
© 2009 Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Sexual identity is the individual’s perception and acceptance of his/her own body and self in a certain sexuality, 
and his/her organization of emotions and behaviours according to these. For example, a male’s perception and 
acceptance of himself as a male, and his tendency towards the female with his emotions and behaviours show that a 
sexual individuality that can be considered as normal has been internalized by the individual and show the existence 
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of a male sexual identity (Öztürk, l993). The development of the sexual identity should be evaluated and monitored 
just like the other aspects of the development. However, under existing circumstances, this understanding does not 
seem to be possible even in many developed countries. Most parents do not even want their children to ask questions 
about sexuality. Also, the schools are not permitted to conduct programs regarding the matter because of the 
reactions of the parents. Resulting from the children’s concerns regarding sexuality, from the level of their 
frustration, or from sexual abuse, the impacts of the protection programs for the children are understood in a minor 
level. Existing researches are mostly limited with the “parent observations regarding their children’s sexual 
behaviours” and “memories of adults having early sexual experiences”. Therefore, sometimes even wrong 
conclusions are reached by these researches. For example: according to the results of a research of Friedrich and his 
friends (1991) based on the observations of the parents on their children’s sexual behaviours, children’s sexual 
activities ten to decrease from 4 years until 12 years. However, this result may not mean that the children in this age 
interval limit their sexual activities. It is possible to simply explain this by saying that the children at that age are 
more aware of their unapproved behaviours and they have a great ability to conceal their sexual activities (Yates, 
2003). 
Many factors as to sexual behaviour, such as secrecy, sense of privacy, research insufficiency, prevent 
educational institutions from providing sufficient contribution to the process of sexual identity development of 
individuals. Nevertheless, educational institutions, especially pre-school educational institutions should provide 
positive contribution to the process of sexual identity development of the children. Therefore, the question of "To 
what extent do the parents’ attitudes towards their children’s sexual identity development affect the sexual identity 
development of the children during pre-school period?” is considered as the basic problem, and the answers for the 
following questions are sought. 
How are the sexual identity development behaviours of the children according to the observations of the pre-
school teachers? 
What are the parental attitudes towards the children’s sexual identity development? 
Do the parents’ attitudes towards sexual identity development affect the sexual identity development of the 
children during pre-school period? 
2.  Method 
The research has been conducted within 2007-2008 school year. the 4-6 year-old kindergarten students of 
Balakgazi Kindergarten in Elazı÷ city center, which is subject to the Ministry of National Education, are the 
research environment based on the General Scanning Method. 150 students determined by the random cluster 
sampling method and the 300 people who are the parents of these students are the working group. Two different data 
collection instruments have been used during the data collection phase of the research. These are the “Child 
Observation Form” and the “Parental Attitude Scale”. The instruments have been prepared by the researchers. The 
Child Observation Form has been applied to the teachers, and the Parental Attitude Scale has been applied to the 
parents. The observation form consists of 3 personal information questions and 14 behaviour questions, 17 questions 
in total. The observation form is applied by the teachers. The teachers express their observation by selecting either 
“Yes”, “Sometimes”, or “No” answer for each item in the observation form. In order to determine the reliability of 
the measuring instrument’s scoring, 3 teachers had been requested to observe and evaluate 50 students, and the 
consistency between observation results has been inspected. A correlation of 0.87 has been calculated between 
observation scores of the teachers following the preliminary trial. Opinions of the experts have been taken regarding 
the outlook and scope validity of the instrument. The second measuring instrument is the attitude scale. This scale 
has been prepared in order to measure the attitudes of the parents towards their children’s sexual development. 
Preliminary trial has been applied to 50 mothers and 50 fathers, 100 parents in total, for the validity-reliability 
studies of the scale. Principal Component Analysis has been carried out in order to provide structural validity of the 
data collection instrument. Initially prepared in 39 items, the data collection instrument has been reviewed and 
finalized with the Principal Component Analysis made, with the purpose of providing scope validity. The data 
collection instrument consists of 5 personal information questions, and 26 lichen type attitude expressions based on 
a single element in order to determine the attitudes of the parents towards their children’s sexual development. The 
parents have expressed their attitudes regarding each item in the scale by selecting one of these categories: “Strongly 
Disagree”, "Disagree", "Undecided", "Agree" and "Strongly Agree". The scale’s total variance explanation rate for 
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measuring a single factor is 40.24%, and the Cronbach Alpha Reliability Coefficient is 0.90. SPSS package program 
has been used for the data analysis. In accordance with the sub-problems of the research, when determining the 
behaviours of the children towards their sexual identity development, frequency, percentage (%), arithmetic mean 
value ( Ƹ ), standard variation (ss) has been used; and when determining the attitudes of the parents towards their 
children’s sexual identity development, arithmetic mean value ( Ƹ ), standard deviation (ss), minimum and 
maximum scores, frequency and percentage is examined. Also, Multiple Regression Analysis is done to determine 
the impacts of parental attitude towards sexual identity development on child’s sexual identity development. 
3. Findings 
Descriptive statistic findings of pre-school period children related to development of sexual identity with 
reference to observation of the teacher are given in Table 1. 






(yes) N Ƹ Std. Dev.Behaviors related to sexual development 
f % f % f %    
1. Wonders his/her sexual organ 76 50,7 58 38,7 16 10,7 150 1,60 ,67 
2. Watches him/herself in the mirror 62 41,3 80 53,3 8 5,3 150 1,64 ,58 
3. Masturbates 100 66,7 35 23,3 15 10 150 1,43 ,66 
4. Observes the bodies of children and adults 131 87,3 19 12,7 - - 150 1,12 ,33 
5. Tries to touch the bodies of children and adults 118 78,7 31 20,7 1 0,7 150 1,22 ,43 
6. Holds interest to games which shows gender difference - - - - 150 100 150 3,00 ,00 
7. Picks right clothes suitable for his/her own gender - - - - 150 100 150 3,00 ,00 
8. Knows which items belong to which gender group  - - - - 150 100 150 3,00 ,00 
9. Recognizes  professions applicable to certain genders - - - - 150 100 150 3,00 ,00 
10. Picks roles applicable to his/her own gender in games - - - - 150 100 150 3,00 ,00 
11. Makes toy choices applicable to his/her own gender - - - - 150 100 150 3,00 ,00 
12. The child’s name is suitable for his/her gender - - - - 150 100 150 3,00 ,00 
13. He/She developed appropriately for his/her gender - - - - 150 100 150 3,00 ,00 
14. Started to ask questions about sexuality 37 24,7 96 64,0 17 11,3 150 1,86 ,58 
             
As we can see from reviewing Table 1, teachers stated as their own observations that approximately 9/10 pre-
school period children didn’t “observe the bodies of children and adults”, approx. 8/10 didn’t “try to touch the 
bodies of children and adults”, approx. 2/3 didn’t “masturbate”, approx. 2/5 didn’t “watch themselves across the 
mirror”, approx. ½ didn’t “wonder about his sexual organs”. Having said that, pre-school teachers emphasize that, of 
the 14 behaviors, which were presented to them as the sexual identify development behaviors of pre-school period 
children and which could be described as positive sexual development behaviors, 9 were fully observed in students 
(for example: recognizing professions applicable to certain genders, asking questions about sexuality, picking 
suitable roles for his/her own gender in games… vs.). Based on the observations of pre-school period teachers, even 
though some behaviors are displayed too little, and others partially, we can say that pre-school children exhibit very 
appropriate behaviors according to their sexual identity developments.  
Table 2. The attitudes of parents towards the sexual development of their children
Positive Attitude Item 
Number Ƹ =95,66-130 Parent n Ƹ Std. Dev. Min. Max. 
Total 
 Point 
      f % 
Mother 150 95,66 14,96 64.00 121.00 14349,00 26       99               66 
Father 150 94,56 13,37 67.00 118.00 14185,00 26      102              68 
When Table 2 is reviewed, it can be understood that both the mothers and fathers exhibit positive attitude 
towards the sexual development of their children. It can be observed that the total attitude points of the mothers 
towards sexual development of the child is 14349.00, the most negative attitude points from the mothers is 64.00 
which reflects “I don’t agree”, the maximum attitude points of the mothers is 121,00, which reflect the attitude of “I 
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Strongly Agree”. The average attitude point of the mothers is 95,66. When these values are compared with points 
obtained from the scale, it reflects the attitude of “I Agree (4)”, and shows us that mothers have a positive attitude 
towards the sexual development of their children. When the table 2 is reviewed in terms of attitudes of the fathers, it 
can be observed that the total attitude points is 14185,00, the minimum point coming from the father with the most 
negative attitude is 67,00 which reflects “I don’t agree”, the maximum point coming from the father with the most 
positive attitude is 118,00, which in turn reflects “I Strongly Agree” attitude. Same with the mothers, the average 
attitude points of the fathers ( x = 94,56) again points to the positive – “I agree” attitude. This, in general, shows us 
that parents have positive attitudes towards the sexual development of their children.  
Table 3. The results of multiple regression analysis regarding the impacts of parental attitude towards the sexual identity development on the 
sexual identity development of pre-school period children
Variable B SHB β t P Binary  r Partial r 
Constant 33,45 1,12  29,76 ,00   
Attitude of Mother 1,001 ,014 ,083 ,73 ,76 ,002 ,061 
Attitude of Father 1,62 ,015 ,119 1,05 ,292 ,062 ,087 
R= ,08           R2=,008 
F= ,55            P=,573 
As we can see in Table 3, when the correlation between the attitudes of mother-father and the observed behaviors 
related to sexual identity development of the children is examined, it can be seen that there is a positive yet, a very 
low level of relation between the attitudes of parents regarding sexual identity development and the level of sexual 
identity development in pre-school period children and this relation isn’t a meaningful one. When one of both 
independent variables is kept as constant, while the relation level (partial correlation) increases, it is still at a very 
low level. It can be understood that the regression model which was formed in regards to attitudes of mother and 
fathers towards the regression of sexual development behaviors expected from children is not important (R=,08; 
R²=,008, F=0,55, p>0.05). Together, the two variables explain the 0,08 % of the observed sexual identity 
development behaviors of the child. It can be interpreted that the attitudes of mothers and fathers don’t have an 
important impact on the sexual development of children. However, this might be the case because of the fact that 
parents don’t have negative attitudes. 
4. Discussion and Conclusion 
One conclusion of this study is that the sexual identity development levels of pre-school period children are 
normal and according to observations of teachers, children are exhibiting suitable behaviours in regards to sexual 
identity development of this period. Sexual identity is the awareness of one’s own gender and exhibiting suitable 
behaviours according to their gender (Artan, 2003). According to the experts (Senemo÷lu, 1998; Erden & 
Akman;1998), children enter the phallic stage when they reach the age of two and a half or three. This stage is also 
called sexual identity stage, because in phallic stage, the mental state of the child becomes capable of distinguishing 
sexual identity. Children, in this period, realize that the sexual identities become different, boys realize that they 
look like their fathers, and girls realize they look like their mothers. Now in this period, sexual identity modelling 
and identification steps in. Social learning, encouragement and motivation force the child to these identifications, 
and in turn, when the child receives social approval and gets feelings of worthiness, sexual identity solidifies. For 
pre-school children, role models are primarily mothers and fathers, and then, respectively, other family members 
and close relatives. The child identifies with the adults who shows them love, interest and intimacy, and makes 
him/her a role model. Imitation is an important learning mechanism for children. And children are good observers. 
By observing the relationships between mother, father and elder family members, they have the knowledge of 
family privacy and rules. As the boy imitates his father, and girl imitates her mother, they develop an identity 
suitable to their genders. After the child starts going to school, the school and group of friends start to gain 
importance. The reactions of mothers and father to their children, effect the children’s sexual identity development. 
If the parents describe the child as positive, the child also describes himself/herself as positive. In light of the 
explanations of experts and this result obtained from this study, it can be said that children who were in the study 
group acquired their sexual identities in family environment even before coming to pre-school education and their 
parents supported this development, thus they were healthy role models. Gordon, Schroeder and Abrams (1990) 
1412  Müberra Eser et al. / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 1 (2009) 1408–1413 
states that the sexual knowledge levels of 2-7 year old children from lower social-economical are lower when 
compared with those of high and medium social-economical levels. Considering that, one of the reasons that 
children in the study group exhibited suitable behaviour for their age might be because their social-economical 
levels are high. In other words, the fact that the mothers of children who attend kindergarten are generally working 
mothers, and in parallel, the education and economical levels of the families are at high levels, might have some 
impact on children exhibiting suitable sexual behaviours for their age. 
Another conclusion of the study was about the attitudes of parents towards the sexual identity development of 
their child. Both the fathers’ and mothers’ attitudes were separately examined and it was confirmed that both of the 
parents had positive attitudes towards the sexual identity development of their children. Money (1957) argued that 
the attitudes of mother and father were determiners in the development of child’s sexual identity. The importance of 
contradictory and uncertain raising attitudes of parents on the development of sexual identity is emphasized in 
literature (Zucker, 1999). According to Freud (1996), the basics of sexual identity and a healthy personality 
development starts at phallic stage. In this stage, the child gravitates to mother or to father, whoever is opposite sex. 
During this period, while forgiving, warm, compassionate parent attitudes results with healthy identity development, 
oppressive, impatient attitudes cause experiences of sexual complexes. The important thing that must be stressed in 
attitudes of parents is that parents must behave accordingly suitable to behaviour models they expect from the child. 
Even though sexual identity develops early on, sexual stability and continuity can only be possible around the age of 
5 (Hetherington and Parke, 1987). When the studies about the same subject made in Turkey is examined (Atabek, 
1998, Eker, 1992, Kaya, 1994), it can be seen that parents don’t approve of sexual education. Many families in 
Turkish society believe that their child must learn the sexual matters when they get married, they oppose the sexual 
education and don’t want to educate about sexuality. Because they fear that education will make them liberal about 
sexual matters. However the result of this study showed that parents have positive attitudes about their children’s 
acquiring sexual identity. According to this result, it can be said that the family structure in Turkey started to 
change, that families started to talk about sexual development, and that education and social-economical level might 
have a role on this. 
The last finding of the study is that the attitudes of parents towards sexual identity development shows a positive, 
yet very low-level relation with the development of sexual identity in children, that parent attitudes don’t effect or 
regress the behaviours related with sexual identity development observed in children. However, many studies had 
showed that parent attitudes had an important impact on the development of children’s sexual identities (Kerpelman, 
2004; Christopher, 2001; Werner-Wilson, 1998; Bussey & Bandura, 1999; Goldberg, Muir & Kerr 1995, Metzler, 
1994; Miller & Others, 1999, Jaccard, 1996; Ronny & Others, 2007). One reason why parental attitudes didn’t have 
an impact on the sexual identity development of pre-school period children in this study might be because of the 
insufficient parent attitude samples which were negative or neutral. It is a known fact that when parents use 
persuasion method to supervise their children and employ a supportive attitude,  children experience a healthy 
psycho-social development, and respond better to the expectations of their parents (Alkan, 1992; øldeú, 1995; 
Eskicumalı & Coúkun 2002; Yavuzer, 2006). For this reason, it is evaluated that other factors might have played a 
role on the sexual identity development of children. For example; other family members, environment, friend 
groups, media vs. factors can be counted among them. The child might have acquired the correct behaviours about 
sexual identity development from different environments, in addition to or independently from their parents’ 
attitudes. Also, since the mother-father roles in Turkish society includes distinctive / sharp behaviours, they might 
have been learned involuntarily/unconsciously in the same environment, by establishing them as role-models and 
observing their clothing style, things they use, the way of sitting, roles they play vs. even though parents don’t pay 
attention to their children. In addition, the fact that there are few number of people who don’t exhibit behaviours not 
suitable to their genders due to cultural characteristics of Turkish society, might be a factor in children’s 
exhibiting/developing suitable behaviours for their sexual identity development besides their parent’s attitudes. 
Also; 
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5. Recommendations 
Based on the study, we can recommend these actions:
1. Generally, the sexual education of 7-18 age group in Turkey is cared. More attention is necessary for sexual 
identity development of pre-school period children.
2. Publications can be made and education seminars can be held about the importance of sexual identity 
development in pre-school period children, which will inform the families about the subject, and hopefully 
change their attitude and bring about their support for behaviour development. 
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